Introduction
It remains a curious paradox in Britain's political history, that despite being the party which established the basis for a universal democratic way of life through the creation of the Welfare State and the National Health Service, the Labour Party has, until recently, remained relatively unconcerned with constitutional matters. Of course, there have been some exceptions, for example, the Wilson governments of the 1960s and '70s were responsible for both the creation of the Parliamentary Ombudsman and the introduction of legislation to confront racial and sexual discrimination. But it remains striking that agendas of constitutional reform which have struck at the heart of British democratic elitism; the 'Crown in Parliament' forged through the sovereignty of the executive, have failed to gain the backing of the party leadership, at least when Labour has been in government. This has largely been a function of what Anthony Wright (1990, p. 323) has termed the Labour Party's 'history of satisfaction' with Britain's constitutional arrangements. This chapter reviews the evidence in support of this characterization of Labour's constitutional doctrine. It begins with a presentation of the key components of Britain's constitutional doctrine and proceeds to a discussion of the political ideas of the party's key constitutional thinkers. Processes of constitutional change that have been initiated by Labour governments will be discussed in part two.
Constitutional Doctrine and Political Tradition
Much of the normative discussion on constitutionalism and political tradition in the UK has been couched in terms of elitist versus participatory views of democracy.
1 The former is a realist theory that emphasizes a belief in the inevitability of elite rule and the limits to public participation in public affairs. In this minimal conception of liberal democracy, apart from the process of voting, political participation is not taken to be an important measure of the quality of democratic life. Political representation or elite responsiveness to the ruled is considered more important, what Giovanni Sartori (1987, p. 156) has termed the 'responsiveness of the leaders to the led'. This elitist or 'top-down' conceptualization of democracy would include the following forms of political institutions and processes -a majoritarian or 'first-past-the post' electoral system, executive dominance over the legislature, limited access to governmental information, low levels of participation in the system of government, persistent inequalities in power resources, a centralized unitary state, and a media system that is vulnerable to manipulation by government.
In contrast, a participatory view of democracy would take as its key aim the establishment of pluralism through a societal-led conception of the national interest and the creation of open, decentralized and democratic political institutions and processes based upon popular control and political equality. Examples of institutions and processes which would reflect a 'bottom-up' or participatory view of democracy would includethe protection of individual rights, freedom of information and other forms of open government, electoral systems based on proportional representation, the decentralization and territorial devolution of power, a public service view of the media, and, high levels of participation in the system of government anchored in the twin concepts of popular control and political equality. As Parry and Moyser (1994, p. 46) observe, 'for all (participationists), the decisive test of a democracy is its capacity to encourage its population to play an active role in its government'.
The characterization of an elite democracy based on free and fair elections and the rule of law, closely resembles the British political tradition with its' emphasis on a 'top-down', 'government-knows best' view of democracy.
2 This 'all-party' elite tradition which is founded upon a conservative view of responsibility and a limited liberal view of representation underpins the institutions and decision-making processes of the British political system and has survived primarily due to the historic failure of radical British political parties in the last century, such as the Liberals and the Labour Party, to successfully challenge the established political order and create a more pluralistic polity.
